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PEOPLE WHO NEED PEOPLE ... 
I. A Criticism of B. F. Skinner's Beyond Freedom and Dignity 
Theodore A. Young 
1. Environment determines behavior. So says Skinner. But what exactly 
is at issue here? On page 14* Skinner writes, "It was Descartes who first 
suggested that the environment might play an active role in the determination 
of behavior, ... "Can he have read Plato and Aristotle where great emphasis, 
in theory of moral education, is placed on environment? More generally, who 
among reflective thinkers has ever denied that environment plays an active 
role in the determination of human behavior? No, this can't be the issue. 
Rather, Skinner is making the claim that only environment determines 
behavior. But why? 
2. The environment is understood as events, not people. Throughout 
the book Skinner's tendency is to suppose that the causal order of the world 
is a sequence of events. "We cannot take that line [that non-physical things 
can cause physical changes] today, and the commonest alternative is to 
appeal to antecedent physical events" (p. 8). Again: "But how many of those 
who have considered James's argument [that we don't run away because we 
feel afraid, but instead feel afraid because we run away] have noted that no 
antecedent event has in fact been pointed out? Neither 'because' should be 
taken seriously. No explanation has been given as to why we run away and 
feel afraid" (p. 11 ). And again: "The task of a scientific analysis is to explain 
how the behavior of a person as a physical system is related to the conditions 
under which the human species evolved and the conditions under which the 
individual lives .... , these events must be related, ... " (p. 12). And again: 
"A great deal goes on inside the skin [of a human organism], and physiology 
will eventually tell us more about. It will explain why behavior is indeed 
related to the antecedent events of which it can be shown to be a function" 
(p. 186). 
This bespeaks determinism, which I define as a denial of agency in the 
world. When he discusses responsibility, Skinner explicitly denies agency 
while and because he implicitly affirms environment to be the sequence 
of events. 
*All page references are to the Bantam paperback edition of Beyond Freedom and Dignity. 
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P E O P L E  . . .  
n d  F r e e d o m  a n d  D i g n i t y  
n g  
: > s a y s  S k i n n e r .  B u t  w h a t  e x a c t l y  
" I t  w a s  D e s c a r t e s  w h o  f i r s t  
n  a c t i v e  r o l e  i n  t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n  
I  A r i s t o t l e  w h e r e  g r e a t  e m p h a s i s ,  
1 v i r o n m e n t ?  M o r e  g e n e r a l l y ,  w h o  
t t  e n v i r o n m e n t  p l a y s  a n  a c t i v e  
?  N o ,  t h i s  c a n ' t  b e  t h e  i s s u e .  
y  e n v i r o n m e n t  d e t e r m i n e s  
e n t s ,  n o t  p e o p l e .  T h r o u g h o u t  
1 a t  t h e  c a u s a l  o r d e r  o f  t h e  w o r l d  
t  l i n e  [ t h a t  n o n - p h y s i c a l  t h i n g s  
: o m m o n e s t  a l t e r n a t i v e  i s  t o  
A g a i n :  " B u t  h o w  m a n y  o f  t h o s e  
: w e  d o n ' t  r u n  a w a y  b e c a u s e  w e  
~ r u n  a w a y  1  h a v e  n o t e d  t h a t  n o  
1 t ?  N e i t h e r  ' b e c a u s e '  s h o u l d  b e  
e n  a s  t o  w h y  w e  r u n  a w a y  a n d  
a  s c i e n t i f i c  a n a l y s i s  i s  t o  e x p l a i n  
r s t e m  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  
t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  u n d e r  w h i c h  t h e  
a t e d ,  . . .  "  ( p .  1 2 ) .  A n d  a g a i n :  
J m a n  o r g a n i s m  1 ,  a n d  p h y s i o l o g y  
> l a i n  w h y  b e h a v i o r  i s  i n d e e d  
c a n  b e  s h o w n  t o  b e  a  f u n c t i o n "  
' i n e  a s  a  d e n i a l  o f  a g e n c y  i n  t h e  
m e r  e x p l i c i t l y  d e n i e s  a g e n c y  
o n m e n t  t o  b e  t h e  s e q u e n c e  
• f  B e y o n d  F r e e d o m  a n d  D i g n i t y .  
~ 
E x o n e r a t i o n  i s  i n  a  s e n s e  t h e  o b v e r s e  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  T h o s e  w h o  u n d e r t a k e  t o  d o  
s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  h u m a n  b e h a v i o r  . . .  b e c o m e  p a r t  o f  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  t o  w h i c h  
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  s h i f t s .  I n  t h e  o l d  v i e w  i t  w a s  t h e  s t u d e n t  w h o  f a i l e d  . . .  ,  b u t  i t  i s  
n o w  c o m m o n l y  s a i d  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  n o  d u l l  s t u d e n t s  b u t  o n l y  p o o r  t e a c h e r s  . .  .  
B u t  o f  c o u r s e  w e  m u s t  a s k  i n  t u r n  w h y  t e a c h e r s  . . .  a r e  b a d .  T h e  m i s t a k e  . . .  i s  t o  
p u t  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  a n y w h e r e ,  t o  s u p p o s e  t h a t  s o m e w h e r e  a  c a u s a l  s e q u e n c e  i s  
i n i t i a t e d .  ( p .  7 1 - 7 2 } .  
3 .  W h i l e  w e  k e e p  t h i s  i n  m i n d  { i f  y o u ' l l  p a r d o n  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n } ,  l e t  u s  
t u r n  t o  S k i n n e r ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  f r e e d o m :  " I n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i e w ,  a  p e r s o n  i s  
f r e e .  H e  i s  a u t o n o m o u s  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  h i s  b e h a v i o r  i s  u n c a u s e d "  ( p .  1 7 } .  
T h i s  " t r a d i t i o n a l "  v i e w  i s  t h e  e n e m y .  L a t e  i n  t h e  b o o k  h e  s a y s ,  " W h a t  i s  b e i n g  
a b o l i s h e d  [ b y  s c i e n t i f i c  s t u d y  o f  h u m a n  b e h a v i o r  1  i s  a u t o n o m o u s  m a n  - t h e  
i n n e r  m a n ,  t h e  h o m u n c u l u s ,  t h e  p o s s e s s i n g  d e m o n ,  t h e  m a n  d e f e n d e d  b y  t h e  
l i t e r a t u r e s  o f  f r e e d o m  a n d  d i g n i t y "  (  p .  1 9 1 ) .  T h e  e n e m y ,  i n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  i s  
t h e  i n d i v i d u a l i s t  w h o  " c a n  f i n d  n o  s o l a c e  i n  r e f l e c t i n g  u p o n  a n y  c o n t r i b u t i o n  
w h i c h  w i l l  s u r v i v e  h i m .  H e  h a s  r e f u s e d  t o  a c t  f o r  t h e  g o o d  o f  o t h e r s  a n d  i s  
t h e r e f o r e  n o t  r e i n f o r c e d  b y  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  o t h e r s  w h o m  h e  h a s  h e l p e d  w i l l  
o u t l i v e  h i m .  H e  h a s  r e f u s e d  t o  b e  c o n c e r n e d  f o r  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  h i s  c u l t u r e  
a n d  i s  n o t  r e i n f o r c e d  b y  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  c u l t u r e  w i l l  l o n g  s u r v i v e  h i m .  I n  t h e  
d e f e n s e  o f  h i s  o w n  f r e e d o m  a n d  d i g n i t y  h e  h a s  d e n i e d  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o f  
t h e  p a s t  a n d  m u s t  t h e r e f o r e  r e l i n q u i s h  a l l  c l a i m  u p o n  t h e  f u t u r e "  ( p .  2 0 1  ) .  
4 .  T h e  s p i r i t  o f  t h e  b o o k ,  t o  h e l p  m a k e  b e t t e r  l i v e s  f o r  m e n ,  b e l i e s  t h e  
d e t e r m i n i s m  S k i n n e r  e x p l i c i t l y  e n d o r s e s .  A n d  h e n c e  i n  a n y  n u m b e r  o f  
u n g u a r d e d  m o m e n t s  h e  c o n t r a d i c t s  h i m s e l f ;  o r  b e t t e r ,  h e  u n w i t t i n g l y  
p r e s u p p o s e s  a  t h i r d  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  e s c a p e  t h e  d i l e m m a  o f  d e t e r m i n e d  o r  
u n c a u s e d  b e h a v i o r .  C o n s i d e r  t h e  p a s s a g e  j u s t  q u o t e d .  I f  t h e r e  i s  n o  a g e n c y  i n  
t h e  w o r l d ,  t h e n  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l i s t  c a n n o t  r e f u s e  t o  a c t ,  b e c a u s e  h e  c a n ' t  a c t ;  
h e  c a n ' t  r e f u s e  t o  b e  c o n c e r n e d ;  h e  c a n ' t  d e n y ;  h e  c a n ' t  r e l i n q u i s h ;  i n  s u m ,  h e  
c a n ' t  d o  a n y t h i n g .  
C o n s i d e r  t h e  p a s s a g e  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  c h a p t e r  o n  f r e e d o m ,  " I t  [ t h e  
l i t e r a t u r e  o f  f r e e d o m  1  h a s  b e e n  f o r c e d  t o  b r a n d  a l l  c o n t r o l  a s  w r o n g  a n d  t o  
m i s r e p r e s e n t  m a n y  o f  t h e  a d v a n t a g e s  t o  b e  g a i n e d  f r o m  a  s o c i a l  e n v i r o n m e n t .  
I t  i s  u n p r e p a r e d  f o r  t h e  n e x t  s t e p ,  w h i c h  i s  n o t  t o  f r e e  m e n  f r o m  c o n t r o l  b u t  
t o  a n a l y z e  a n d  c h a n g e  t h e  k i n d s  o f  c o n t r o l  t o  w h i c h  t h e y  a r e  e x p o s e d "  
( p .  4 0 } .  O n e  c a n ' t  h e l p  w o n d e r i n g  h o w  t h e  a n a l y s i s  a n d  c h a n g e  c a n  o c c u r  
u n l e s s  t h e r e  a r e  r a t i o n a l  a g e n t s  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  
T h e r e  a r e  o t h e r  u n g u a r d e d  m o m e n t s  w h e r e  t h e  r e a d e r  c a n  d e t e c t  t h e  
s a m e  p h e n o m e n o n .  ( s e e  p p .  1 6 7 ,  1 8 7 ,  1 9 0 ,  1 9 6 ,  1 9 7  . )  
5 .  T h e  d i c h o t o m y - f r e e / c a u s e d - l e a d s  S k i n n e r  t o  i n t e r p r e t  h u m a n  
b e h a v i o r  i n  t e r m s  o f  " e i t h e r - o r , "  n o t  " b o t h - a n d _ "  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  t h e  l o g i c  o f  
2 3  
2
T h e  G V S C  R e v i e w ,  V o l .  1  [ 1 9 7 4 ] ,  I s s .  1 ,  A r t .  7
h t t p : / / s c h o l a r w o r k s . g v s u . e d u / g v s c _ r e v i e w / v o l 1 / i s s 1 / 7
the argument on responsibility, on page 70, is as follows: either the individual 
is responsible for behavior, or the environment is responsible; but it's the 
environment; therefore it is not the individual. The argument is valid only if 
the "or" is exclusive. In all the unguarded moments noted above Skinner 
presupposes that the "or" is inclusive. 
6. Certain passages in the book, early and late, reveal what Skinner is 
reacting to, what his enemy is. For example: "Our age is not suffering from 
anxiety but from the accidents, crimes, wars, and other dangerous and painful 
things to which people are so often exposed. Young people drop out of 
school, refuse to get jobs, and associate only with others of their own age 
not because they feel alienated, but because of defective social environments 
in homes, schools, factories, and elsewhere" (p. 12). Then, climaxing a 
diatribe against individualism, Skinner writes, "We have seen how the 
literatures of freedom and dignity, with their concern for autonomous man, 
have perpetuated the use of punishment and condoned the use of only weak 
nonpunitive techniques, and it is not difficult to demonstrate a connection 
between the unlimited right of the individual to pursue happiness and the 
catastrophes threatened by unchecked breeding, the unrestrained affluence 
which exhausts resources and pollutes the environment, and the imminence 
of nuclear war" (p. 204). 
It is difficult to see how one can applaud this polemic, as I'm inclined 
to do, without affirming responsibility, and hence freedom, in man and in 
individual men. Again, given the strict determinism (no agency, remember) 
Skinner endorses, there's no blaming anyone for the mess we are in. 
7. A full-scale criticism of Skinner calls for a philosophy of nature that 
will make plausible and intelligible the theory of man implicit in Skinner's 
book, but explicitly denied. In other words, there needs to be an accounting 
for the third alternative between caused behavior and free (uncaused) 
behavior. In other words, free behavior need not be regarded as uncaused. 
Quite the contrary, the men Skinner hopes will move the world, or the 
environment, to the end of improving the lives of men, must surely be causes, 
or better, be initiators of change, agents. 
What theory of nature will support that? The theory that underlies 
Skinner's explicit endorsement of determinism (no agency) has the entities 
in the world that are causally related to one another to be events. On that 
view the causal order is confused with the sequence of events; and the cause 
of any event is another, antecedent, event. On that view, an uncaused (free) 
event is one that has no antecedent(s) to account for it. Hence, on that view 
there can be no freedom, no agency. Suppose we theorize, instead, that the 
causes of events are not other events, but rather things, and things construed 
24 
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s  a s  f o l l o w s :  e i t h e r  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  
n t  i s  r e s p o n s i b l e ;  b u t  i t ' s  t h e  
l l .  T h e  a r g u m e n t  i s  v a l i d  o n l y  i f  
~ments n o t e d  a b o v e  S k i n n e r  
n d  l a t e ,  r e v e a l  w h a t  S k i n n e r  i s  
" O u r  a g e  i s  n o t  s u f f e r i n g  f r o m  
,  a n d  o t h e r  d a n g e r o u s  a n d  p a i n f u l  
.  Y o u n g  p e o p l e  d r o p  o u t  o f  
w i t h  o t h e r s  o f  t h e i r  o w n  a g e  
o f  d e f e c t i v e  s o c i a l  e n v i r o n m e n t s  
( p .  1 2 ) .  T h e n ,  c l i m a x i n g  a  
; ,  " W e  h a v e  s e e n  h o w  t h e  
r  c o n c e r n  f o r  a u t o n o m o u s  m a n ,  
c o n d o n e d  t h e  u s e  o f  o n l y  w e a k  
I t  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  a  c o n n e c t i o n  
I  t o  p u r s u e  h a p p i n e s s  a n d  t h e  
i n g ,  t h e  u n r e s t r a i n e d  a f f l u e n c e  
1 v i r o n m e n t ,  a n d  t h e  i m m i n e n c e  
1 d  t h i s  p o l e m i c ,  a s  I ' m  i n c l i n e d  
h e n c e  f r e e d o m ,  i n  m a n  a n d  i n  
n i n i s m  ( n o  a g e n c y ,  r e m e m b e r )  
: f o r  t h e  m e s s  w e  a r e  i n .  
f o r  a  p h i l o s o p h y  o f  n a t u r e  t h a t  
· y  o f  m a n  i m p l i c i t  i n  S k i n n e r ' s  
t h e r e  n e e d s  t o  b e  a n  a c c o u n t i n g  
a  v i  o r  a n d  f r e e  ( u n c a u s e d )  
n o t  b e  r e g a r d e d  a s  u n c a u s e d .  
v i i i  m o v e  t h e  w o r l d ,  o r  t h e  
r e s  o f  m e n ,  m u s t  s u r e l y  b e  c a u s e s ,  
?  T h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  u n d e r l i e s  
m  ( n o  a g e n c y )  h a s  t h e  e n t i t i e s  
m o t h e r  t o  b e  e v e n t s .  O n  t h a t  
~uence o f  e v e n t s ;  a n d  t h e  c a u s e  
n  t h a t  v i e w ,  a n  u n c a u s e d  ( f r e e )  
) U n t  f o r  i t .  H e n c e ,  o n  t h a t  v i e w  
~we t h e o r i z e ,  i n s t e a d ,  t h a t  t h e  
h e r  t h i n g s ,  a n d  t h i n g s  c o n s t r u e d  
l  
n o t  a s  s t r i n g s  o f  e v e n t s ,  b u t  a s  h a v i n g  p e r s i s t i n g  c h a r a c t e r s ,  t r a i t s ,  o r  n a t u r e s .  
T h a t ,  a t  o n c e ,  a l l o w s  u s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  w o r l d  a s  c o m p o s e d ,  n o t  o f  e v e n t s  
a s  p r i m a r y  b e i n g s ,  b u t  t h i n g s - l i k e  p l a n t s ,  a n i m a l s ,  m e n ,  r o c k s ,  m o l e c u l e s .  
N o t  o n l y  t h a t ,  b u t  a l s o  w e  c a n  n o w  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  e v e r y d a y  w o r l d  w e  
l i v e  i n ,  w h e r e  i n d e e d  t h e r e  i s  a  c o m p l e x i t y  o f  c a u s a l  r e l a t i o n s  a m o n g  t h e  
t h i n g s  a c t i n g ,  r e a c t i n g ,  i n t e r a c t i n g .  N o t i c e  n o w  t h a t  t h e  c a u s a l  o r d e r  i s  n o t  
a  s e q u e n c e  o f  e v e n t s ,  w h e r e  " c a u s e "  i s  a l w a y s  s u p p o s e d  a n t e c e d e n t  t o  " e f f e c t , "  
b u t  r a t h e r  i s  t h i s  t h i n g  ( s a y  a  m a n )  b r i n g i n g  a b o u t  a  c h a n g e  i n  t h a t  t h i n g  ( s a y  
a  c a r r o t ) ,  a n d  w h e r e  c a u s e  ( e a t i n g ,  s a y )  i s  s t r i c t l y  c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s  w i t h  
e f f e c t  ( b e i n g  e a t e n ) .  
W e  s t i l l  h a v e  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t ,  b u t  n o w  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  
m a d e  u p  o f  t h i n g s  a c t i n g  ( c a u s i n g )  a s  w e l l  a s  b e i n g  a c t e d  o n  ( c a u s e d ) .  T h i s ,  
t h e n ,  a l l o w s  u s  t o  s p e a k  o f  m e n  a s  a g e n t s  ( o r  a t  l e a s t  a s  c a p a b l e  o f  a c t i n g ) ,  
a n d  o f  r e f o r m e r s ,  S k i n n e r i a n  o r  o t h e r w i s e ,  a c t u a l l y  c a p a b l e  o f  a n a l y z i n g  a n d  
c h a n g i n g  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  i n  w h i c h  w e  l i v e .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  t h i s  a l l o w s  u s  t o  
s p e a k  i n  t e r m s  o f  b o t h / a n d ,  i n s t e a d  o f  t h e  e i t h e r / o r  t h a t  l e a d s  t o  S k i n n e r ' s  
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s .  B o t h  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  a n d  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l .  O r  b e t t e r  p u t  n o w ,  
b o t h  o t h e r s  a n d  m y s e l f  a r e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  ( a r e  a g e n t s  i n )  m y  b e h a v i o r .  
P u t t i n g  t h i s  i n  t e r m s  o f  f r e e d o m ,  w e  d o n ' t  h a v e  t o  s u p p o s e  t h a t  f r e e  
b e h a v i o r  i s  u n c a u s e d .  I n s t e a d ,  w e  h a v e  a  b a s i s  n o w ,  a t  l e a s t ,  o f  r e g a r d i n g  f r e e  
b e h a v i o r  a s  t h a t  w h i c h  a  r a t i o n a l  a g e n t  h a s  i n i t i a t e d ,  n o t  i n  u t t e r  i n d e p e n d e n c e  
o f  t h e  " p a s t "  o r  t h e  " f u t u r e , "  o r  o f  e n t i t i e s  c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s  w i t h  h i m ,  b u t  
f o r  w h i c h  h e  h a s  a t  l e a s t  s o m e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,  f o r  w h i c h  h e  c a n  s e n s i b l y  b e  
s a i d  t o  b e  a  c a u s e .  
O n c e  a g a i n ,  t o  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  t h e  w o r l d  w e  l i v e  i n ,  l e t  t h e  c a u s a l  o r d e r  
b e  u n d e r s t o o d  a s  t h e  r e a l m  o f  t h i n g s  e x i s t i n g  a n d  a f f e c t i n g  o n e  a n o t h e r  
c o n t e m p o r a n e o u s l y ,  n o t  a s  a  s e q u e n c e  o f  e v e n t s ,  w h e r e  i t  i s  s u p p o s e d  t h a t  
o n e  e v e n t  n o  l o n g e r  e x i s t i n g  i s  t h e  c a u s e  o f  a n o t h e r  e v e n t  p r e s e n t l y  e x i s t i n g .  
H o w ,  c o m e  t o  t h i n k  o f  i t ,  c a n  s o m e t h i n g  n o t  e x i s t i n g  b e  t h e  c a u s e  o f  a  
c h a n g e  t h a t  i s  n o w  o c c u r r i n g ?  
P o o r  S k i n n e r  h a s  b e e n  v i c t i m i z e d  b y  b a d  p h i l o s o p h y .  
I I .  B e y o n d  B .  F .  S k i n n e r  
S u p p o s e  i t ' s  t r u e  t h a t  p e o p l e  n e e d  p e o p l e ,  t h a t  o u r  ( s o c i a l )  e n v i r o n m e n t  
i s  o f  p e o p l e ,  n o t  e v e n t s .  W h a t  a r e  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  e d u c a t i o n ?  
S u p p o s e ,  f i r s t ,  t h a t  p e o p l e  d o n ' t  n e e d  p e o p l e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  c o n d i t i o n s - o r  
t h a t  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  i s  o f  e v e n t s .  A l s o  s u p p o s e  - a l t h o u g h  i t ' s  c o n t r a d i c t o r y ,  
a s  w e ' v e  s e e n , - t h a t  p e o p l e  c a n  a n a l y z e  a n d  c h a n g e  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  t o  t h e  
b e t t e r m e n t  o f  h u m a n  l i v i n g .  A l s o  s u p p o s e  t h a t  w e  h a v e  s o m e  m o r e  o r  l e s s  
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agreed upon goals or values to guide our work as controllers of environment 
-perhaps L.B.J.'s great society, where we're all well fed, housed and clothed, 
and cultured. And then let us ask about what education should be. Doesn't it 
hit us in the face that education ought to be pretty much what in fact it is in 
institutions of higher learning, where more and more attention is given to the 
social sciences of psychology, sociology, politics? For clearly, given all that 
we have here supposed, what we need is to discover the laws- psychological, 
sociological, political- that govern the events that make up the environment. 
Clearly what we need is to train students to engage first of all in carefully 
controlled scientific, empirical studies, to order the phenomena; and this 
toward the long-range goal of engineering the environment to make actual 
the great society. 
Nor in all this will we leave out of our purview the natural sciences. For 
at once we recognize that our environment includes nature. Indeed, haven't 
we now formed departments of environmental science dedicated to coming to 
terms with the ecological systems we exist in? 
In this scheme, what about the humanities and the arts? Since, by 
definition, they are not scientific studies, the end of such studies as literature 
and music cannot be to contribute to the engineering of environment. It 
might be supposed that their contribution is in the providing the goals for 
the environmental engineers. But because every imaginable goal or value is to 
be found somewhere in the writings and other works of artists and philosophers, 
this supposition seems mistaken. More likely is the supposition that cultivation 
of the mind is necessary to happiness- if not of all human beings, certainly 
of those who are going to analyze and change the environment. Literature, 
music, theatre, art all contribute to the higher pleasure of man. After all, one 
can't spend all one's time in the laboratory, or in making surveys. But we 
really shouldn't suppose that the humanities or arts contribute anything 
directly to the engineering of environment that will improve human living. 
Hence, any student seriously concerned with human welfare would be 
ill-advised to specialize in literature or philosophy or art. (And indeed don't 
the majors in those fields tend to be the aesthetes and the dreamers?) And 
if a student hopes to improve mankind through a study of history, he must 
view that discipline as a social science, and not one of the humanities. 
Now let's return to the contrary basic supposition, that the environment 
is of people, not events. Here, let us remember, we can sensibly, without 
contradiction, speak of people analyzing and changing the environment. Not 
only that, we can even talk sensibly about the assistance that behaviorist 
psychology can give to people. But what about education? 
Remember now that the people who constitute the social/cultural 
environment are rational agents. They are things changing in a world of things 
26 
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It seems then that the regnan 
inappropriate. For isn't it a comm 
that we shouldn't concern ourselv~ 
anything else) is, but rather aim tc 
those things (whose nature is unkr 
What then is appropriate? To begi 
being capable of coming to know 
Given that as the aim, what is the 
example, does one need to learn t< 
whom many take to be the very rr 
Socrates. It may be that he knew I 
we have nothing. Further, it is not 
to a library. No, it seems that the 
But what is that? If we take I 
spirit of Socratic conversation, we 
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was it debating, nor was it mere e; 
The most serious students of Plate 
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it was talk led by surely one of th< 
recorded history of man, and talk 
least, the accessibility to man of tl 
it was talk which inspired in at lea 
know about what matters most, it 
against being on the one hand mer 
the other hand ideologues, as thoL 
make its participants, so far as pas 
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k  a s  c o n t r o l l e r s  o f  e n v i r o n m e n t  
: a l l  w e l l  f e d ,  h o u s e d  a n d  c l o t h e d ,  
t  e d u c a t i o n  s h o u l d  b e .  D o e s n ' t  i t  
p r e t t y  m u c h  w h a t  i n  f a c t  i t  i s  i n  
n d  m o r e  a t t e n t i o n  i s  g i v e n  t o  t h e  
1 t i c s ?  F o r  c l e a r l y ,  g i v e n  a l l  t h a t  
i s c o v e r  t h e  l a w s - p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  
t s  t h a t  m a k e  u p  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  
~ngage f i r s t  o f  a l l  i n  c a r e f u l l y  
: l e r  t h e  p h e n o m e n a ;  a n d  t h i s  
~environment t o  m a k e  a c t u a l  
> u r v i e w  t h e  n a t u r a l  s c i e n c e s .  F o r  
n c l u d e s  n a t u r e .  I n d e e d ,  h a v e n ' t  
: a l  s c i e n c e  d e d i c a t e d  t o  c o m i n g  t o  
I ?  
t i e s  a n d  t h e  a r t s ?  S i n c e ,  b y  
~end o f  s u c h  s t u d i e s  a s  l i t e r a t u r e  
g i n e e r i n g  o f  e n v i r o n m e n t .  I t  
i n  t h e  p r o v i d i n g  t h e  g o a l s  f o r  
e r y  i m a g i n a b l e  g o a l  o r  v a l u e  i s  t o  
e r  w o r k s  o f  a r t i s t s  a n d  p h i l o s o p h e r s ,  
·  i s  t h e  s u p p o s i t i o n  t h a t  c u l t i v a t i o n  
1 t  o f  a l l  h u m a n  b e i n g s ,  c e r t a i n l y  
e  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  L i t e r a t u r e ,  
~r p l e a s u r e  o f  m a n .  A f t e r  a l l ,  o n e  
o r  i n  m a k i n g  s u r v e y s .  B u t  w e  
o r  a r t s  c o n t r i b u t e  a n y t h i n g  
1 a t  w i l l  i m p r o v e  h u m a n  l i v i n g .  
1  h u m a n  w e l f a r e  w o u l d  b e  
. o p h y  o r  a r t .  ( A n d  i n d e e d  d o n ' t  
h e t e s  a n d  t h e  d r e a m e r s ? )  A n d  
u g h  a  s t u d y  o f  h i s t o r y ,  h e  m u s t  
o t  o n e  o f  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s .  
u p p o s i t i o n ,  t h a t  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t  
' e r ,  w e  c a n  s e n s i b l y ,  w i t h o u t  
I  c h a n g i n g  t h e  e n v i r o n m e n t .  N o t  
1 e  a s s i s t a n c e  t h a t  b e h a v i o r i s t  
1 u t  e d u c a t i o n ?  
• n s t i t u t e  t h e  s o c i a l / c u l t u r a l  
i n g s  c h a n g i n g  i n  a  w o r l d  o f  t h i n g s  
c h a n g i n g .  W h a t  i s  r e m a r k a b l e  a b o u t  t h e m  i s  t h a t  t h e y  c a n  k n o w  ( t h e y  a r e  
r a t i o n a l )  a n d  c a n  a c t  ( i n i t i a t e  c h a n g e ,  i n  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  i n  o t h e r  t h i n g s )  i n  
a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  t h a t  k n o w l e d g e .  G i v e n  t h i s ,  i t  s e e m s  r a t h e r  c l e a r  t h a t  
n a t u r e  ( r a t i o n a l  a g e n t - w h y  n o t  n o w  s a y  r a t i o n a l  a n i m a l ? )  n e e d s  d e v e l o p m e n t ;  
i t  d o e s n ' t  c o m e  i n t o  t h e  w o r l d  f u l l - b l o w n .  A t  c o n c e p t i o n  o r  b i r t h  n o n e  o f  u s  
i s  a c t u a l l y  a b l e  t o  a n a l y z e  a n d  c h a n g e  o u r s e l v e s  o r  t h e  w o r l d .  H e n c e ,  w e  
n e e d  e d u c a t i o n .  
W h a t  i s  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  a  r a t i o n a l  a n i m a l ?  I n  o r d e r  f o r  
h i m  t o  r a t i o n a l l y  c h a n g e  t h e  w o r l d  i n  w h i c h  h e  l i v e s ,  h e  m u s t  c o m e  t o  k n o w  
t h a t  w o r l d ,  w h a t  i t  i s  a n d  w h a t  a r e  t h e  c a u s e s  f o r  i t s  b e i n g  w h a t  i t  i s .  H e n c e ,  
t h e  e d u c a t i o n  m u s t  a i m  a t  d e v e l o p i n g  t h e  p o w e r s  o f  k n o w i n g  a n d  o f  a c t i n g  
i n  a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  k n o w i n g .  I t  m u s t  b e  w h a t  a t  o n e  t i m e  w a s  c o m m o n l y  
c a l l e d  a  m o r a l  e d u c a t i o n .  
I t  s e e m s  t h e n  t h a t  t h e  r e g n a n t  t r a i n i n g  i n  e m p i r i c a l  t e c h n i q u e  i s  
i n a p p r o p r i a t e .  F o r  i s n ' t  i t  a  c o m m o n p l a c e  a m o n g  t o d a y ' s  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  
t h a t  w e  s h o u l d n ' t  c o n c e r n  o u r s e l v e s  w i t h  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  w h a t  m a n  ( o r  
a n y t h i n g  e l s e )  i s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a i m  t o  d i s c o v e r  l a w s  c o n t r o l l i n g  t h e  b e h a v i o r  o f  
t h o s e  t h i n g s  ( w h o s e  n a t u r e  i s  u n k n o w n ,  p e r h a p s  u n k n o w a b l e )  c a l l e d  m e n ?  
W h a t  t h e n  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e ?  T o  b e g i n  w i t h ,  i t  m u s t  p r e s u p p o s e  t h a t  m a n  i s  a  
b e i n g  c a p a b l e  o f  c o m i n g  t o  k n o w  w h a t  h e  a n d  o t h e r  t h i n g s  i n  t h e  w o r l d  a r e .  
G i v e n  t h a t  a s  t h e  a i m ,  w h a t  i s  t h e  m e t h o d ?  W h a t  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m ?  F o r  
e x a m p l e ,  d o e s  o n e  n e e d  t o  l e a r n  t o  r e a d ?  T o  w r i t e ?  C o n s i d e r  t h e  p e r s o n  
w h o m  m a n y  t a k e  t o  b e  t h e  v e r y  m o d e l  o f  e d u c a t o r  o f  h i s  f e l l o w  m e n ,  
S o c r a t e s .  I t  m a y  b e  t h a t  h e  k n e w  h o w  t o  r e a d  a n d  w r i t e ,  b u t  o f  h i s  w r i t i n g  
w e  h a v e  n o t h i n g .  F u r t h e r ,  i t  i s  n o t  k n o w n  t h a t  h e  e v e r  r e f e r r e d  h i s  s t u d e n t s  
t o  a  l i b r a r y .  N o ,  i t  s e e m s  t h a t  t h e  m e t h o d  S o c r a t e s  e m p l o y e d  w a s  c o n v e r s a t i o n .  
B u t  w h a t  i s  t h a t ?  I f  w e  t a k e  P l a t o ' s  w r i t i n g s  a s  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  
s p i r i t  o f  S o c r a t i c  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  w e  c a n  a l l  ( n o  m a t t e r  t o  w h a t  e x t e n t  w e  a r e  
s t u d e n t s  o f  t h e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s )  a g r e e  t h a t  t h e  t a l k  w a s  n o t  i d l e  c h i t - c h a t ,  n o r  
w a s  i t  d e b a t i n g ,  n o r  w a s  i t  m e r e  e x c h a n g e  o f  o p i n i o n s  ( s h o o t i n g  t h e  b u l l ) .  
T h e  m o s t  s e r i o u s  s t u d e n t s  o f  P l a t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  i t  w a s  t a l k  m o v e d  b y  w o n d e r  
a b o u t  m a n ,  t h e  w o r l d ,  t h e  g o d s ,  a n d  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a m o n g  t h e m .  F u r t h e r  
i t  w a s  t a l k  l e d  b y  s u r e l y  o n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t ,  m o s t  p r o b i n g  m i n d s  i n  t h e  
r e c o r d e d  h i s t o r y  o f  m a n ,  a n d  t a l k  w h i c h  p r e s u p p o s e d ,  o n  S o c r a t e s '  p a r t  a t  
l e a s t ,  t h e  a c c e s s i b i l i t y  t o  m a n  o f  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i n g s .  A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  t h a t  
i t  w a s  t a l k  w h i c h  i n s p i r e d  i n  a t  l e a s t  s o m e  o f  i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a  y e a r n i n g  t o  
k n o w  a b o u t  w h a t  m a t t e r s  m o s t ,  i t  w a s  a l s o  c a l c u l a t e d  t o  c a u t i o n  u s  c o n s t a n t l y  
a g a i n s t  b e i n g  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d  m e r e  p h i l o d o x e r s  ( l o v e r s  o f  o p i n i o n )  a n d  o n  
t h e  o t h e r  h a n d  i d e o l o g u e s ,  a s  t h o u g h  w e  w e r e  g o d s .  I n  s h o r t ,  i t s  a i m  w a s  t o  
m a k e  i t s  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  s o  f a r  a s  p o s s i b l e ,  g i v e n  s e v e r e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  v a r y i n g  
k i n d s ,  p h i l o s o p h e r s  ( l o v e r s  o f  w i s d o m ) .  
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So what? Well, consider the famous assertion of the 20th century 
British-American thinker, A. N. Whitehead, that the history of philosophy 
since Plato is in the nature of a series of footnotes to Plato. Interpret that to 
mean that there is no topic worthy of the best conversation of men that is 
not conversed in one or more of Plato's writings. But now, there have been a 
host of great thinkers, before and since Socrates and Plato, and quite a large 
number of them have written, profoundly and more or less extensively. 
Whitehead is probably right in saying that none of them has written on topics 
untouched by Plato; but Whitehead neither said nor intended to say that 
what they wrote is of no import. Let us say that the extant writings of the 
great thinkers is a kind of timeless conversation that we are invited to 
participate in and to learn from. What is required of us is that we learn how 
to read, and that then we read together the works of the great thinkers. 
Such an art- reading-cum-conversation- is almost lost in our time. 
If we ask a trainer in scientific technique and methodology why a student 
should learn to read and write, the response presumably would be that it's 
required for communication among those engaged in the scientific enterprise 
-the advancement of knowledge. But remember that our concern now is not 
with how to advance knowledge, but how to educate men. That is, even if we 
grant Skinner, et. al., that the advance of science enables us to better control 
and live in an environment, we still demand that the controllers and livers-in 
ought to be educated. For the past three or four centuries our tendency has 
been to confuse advancement of knowledge with education. We suppose that 
the appropriate technique is, with the latest text-book, to bring the student 
quickly up to date, in mathematics, physics, psychology, politics, or whatever; 
and to train him in techniques that will enable him to carry on beyond. Hence, 
the unwary student is led to believe that he has nothing to learn from reading 
and conversing with the great thinkers; in fact, almost all of us have been 
duped into thinking that we're educated if we achieve expertise in some 
specialized area of scientific or quasi-scientific (scholarly) investigation. And 
yet most of us chafe at Skinner's proposed environmental engineering! The 
sooner we recognize that that chafing comes from a deep yearning to know -
what and why things are- the sooner we will be willing to converse with the 
great thinkers about the perennial (or timeless) concerns that matter most to 
rational animals aspiring to wisdom. 
In sum, the method of education appropriate for a rational animal is 
reading-cum-conversation of/with the great thinkers/teachers. What about 
writing? One thing that surely is not appropriate is the vast proliferation of 
articles, books, text-books that may impress committees on promotion and 
tenure, but serve, if taken seriously, to distract us from learning. But still, 
shouldn't the student learn how to write? Yes, I think he should, for the sake 
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of communicating first of all witl 
he can analyze, interpret, criticiz1 
comment coherently, consistent!· 
on the perennial issues. 
Finally, what curriculum is, 
defensible curricula. Any approp 
categories of science, social scien 
current fragmentation of studies. 
teachers are the great thinkers of 
of education would presumably r 
rather as guides, tutors, more ex~ 
educators, they would not regard 
generation of experts in some sp€ 
quasi-scientific investigation. 
Supposing all this came int< 
did indeed become institutions o 
professional, vocational, scientifi 
be at hand? I don't think so. Mo: 
Two's are indeed utopias- not 1 
ho~ well they might be training, 
attrtude about education? Appar 
by osmosis, or by some mysterio 
discover what really is of value ' 
is human. But surely educatio~ i: 
informalities. 
Even this cursory glance is 1 
that if indeed people need peopl, 
environment is of people and ott 
"educational" practices are plain 
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r t i o n  o f  t h e  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  
1 a t  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  p h i l o s o p h y  
1 o t e s  t o  P l a t o .  I n t e r p r e t  t h a t  t o  
t  c o n v e r s a t i o n  o f  m e n  t h a t  i s  
1 g s .  B u t  n o w ,  t h e r e  h a v e  b e e n  a  
t e s  a n d  P l a t o ,  a n d  q u i t e  a  l a r g e  
d  m o r e  o r  l e s s  e x t e n s i v e l y .  
n e  o f  t h e m  h a s  w r i t t e n  o n  t o p i c s  
1 i d  n o r  i n t e n d e d  t o  s a y  t h a t  
h a t  t h e  e x t a n t  w r i t i n g s  o f  t h e  
) n  t h a t  w e  a r e  i n v i t e d  t o  
i r e d  o f  u s  i s  t h a t  w e  l e a r n  h o w  
' O r k s  o f  t h e  g r e a t  t h i n k e r s .  
- i s  a l m o s t  l o s t  i n  o u r  t i m e .  
m e t h o d o l o g y  w h y  a  s t u d e n t  
1 r e s u m a b l y  w o u l d  b e  t h a t  i t ' s  
: a g e d  i n  t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  e n t e r p r i s e  
1 b e r  t h a t  o u r  c o n c e r n  n o w  i s  n o t  
e d u c a t e  m e n .  T h a t  i s ,  e v e n  i f  w e  
n e e  e n a b l e s  u s  t o  b e t t e r  c o n t r o l  
h a t  t h e  c o n t r o l l e r s  a n d  l i v e r s - i n  
) U r  c e n t u r i e s  o u r  t e n d e n c y  h a s  
v i t h  e d u c a t i o n .  W e  s u p p o s e  t h a t  
e x t - b o o k ,  t o  b r i n g  t h e  s t u d e n t  
: > s y c h o l o g y ,  p o l i t i c s ,  o r  w h a t e v e r ;  
e  h i m  t o  c a r r y  o n  b e y o n d .  H e n c e ,  
a s  n o t h i n g  t o  l e a r n  f r o m  r e a d i n g  
t ,  a l m o s t  a l l  o f  u s  h a v e  b e e n  
~achieve e x p e r t i s e  i n  s o m e  
c  ( s c h o l a r l y )  i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  A n d  
1 v i r o n m e n t a l  e n g i n e e r i n g !  T h e  
f r o m  a  d e e p  y e a r n i n g  t o  k n o w -
I  b e  w i l l i n g  t o  c o n v e r s e  w i t h  t h e  
s )  c o n c e r n s  t h a t  m a t t e r  m o s t  t o  
p r i a t e  f o r  a  r a t i o n a l  a n i m a l  i s  
h i n k e r s / t e a c h e r s .  W h a t  a b o u t  
i a t e  i s  t h e  v a s t  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  
c o m m i t t e e s  o n  p r o m o t i o n  a n d  
c t  u s  f r o m  l e a r n i n g .  B u t  s t i l l ,  
s ,  I  t h i n k  h e  s h o u l d ,  f o r  t h e  s a k e  
o f  c o m m u n i c a t i n g  f i r s t  o f  a l l  w i t h  h i m s e l f ,  o f  d e m o n s t r a t i n g  t o  h i m s e l f  t h a t  
h e  c a n  a n a l y z e ,  i n t e r p r e t ,  c r i t i c i z e  t h e  g r e a t  t e a c h e r s ,  a n d  c a n  h i m s e l f  e s s a y  t o  
c o m m e n t  c o h e r e n t l y ,  c o n s i s t e n t l y ,  a n d  m a y b e  e v e n  p r o f o u n d l y  a n d  i m p o r t a n t l y  
o n  t h e  p e r e n n i a l  i s s u e s .  
F i n a l l y ,  w h a t  c u r r i c u l u m  i s  a p p r o p r i a t e ?  P r o b a b l y  t h e r e  a r e  a  n u m b e r  o f  
d e f e n s i b l e  c u r r i c u l a .  A n y  a p p r o p r i a t e  o n e  w o u l d  b r e a k  d o w n  t h e  p r e d o m i n a n t  
c a t e g o r i e s  o f  s c i e n c e ,  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e ,  h u m a n i t i e s ,  a r t s ,  a n d  w o u l d  a v o i d  t h e  
c u r r e n t  f r a g m e n t a t i o n  o f  s t u d i e s .  A s  f o r  t h e  t e a c h e r s ,  g i v e n  t h a t  t h e  b e s t  
t e a c h e r s  a r e  t h e  g r e a t  t h i n k e r s  o f  o u r  h e r i t a g e ,  t h e  p r o p r i e t o r s  o f  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  
o f  e d u c a t i o n  w o u l d  p r e s u m a b l y  r e g a r d  t h e m s e l v e s  n o t  s o  m u c h  a s  t e a c h e r s  b u t  
r a t h e r  a s  g u i d e s ,  t u t o r s ,  m o r e  e x p e r i e n c e d  f e l l o w  l e a r n e r s  w i t h  t h e  s t u d e n t s .  A s  
e d u c a t o r s ,  t h e y  w o u l d  n o t  r e g a r d  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  e x p e r t s ,  t r a i n i n g  y e t  a n o t h e r  
g e n e r a t i o n  o f  e x p e r t s  i n  s o m e  s p e c i a l i z e d ,  f r a g m e n t e d  a r e a  o f  s c i e n t i f i c  o r  
q u a s i - s c i e n t i f i c  i n v e s t i g a t i o n .  
S u p p o s i n g  a l l  t h i s  c a m e  i n t o  b e i n g ,  t h a t  o u r  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s  a n d  c o l l e g e s  
d i d  i n d e e d  b e c o m e  i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  e d u c a t i o n  i n s t e a d  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s  f o r  
p r o f e s s i o n a l ,  v o c a t i o n a l ,  s c i e n t i f i c ,  o r  s c h o l a r l y  t r a i n i n g ,  w o u l d  t h e  m i l l e n i u m  
b e  a t  h a n d ?  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  s o .  M o s t  o f  u s ,  a l a s ,  a r e  s l o w  t o  l e a r n .  N o ,  t h e  W a l d e n  
T w o ' s  a r e  i n d e e d  u t o p i a s - n o t  p l a c e s .  G r a n t e d  t h a t  o u r  s c h o o l s ,  n o  m a t t e r  
h o w  w e l l  t h e y  m i g h t  b e  t r a i n i n g ,  a r e  n o t  n o w  e d u c a t i n g ,  w h a t  i s  o u r  p r e v a i l i n g  
a t t i t u d e  a b o u t  e d u c a t i o n ?  A p p a r e n t l y  i t  i s  t h e  h o p e  t h a t  s o m e h o w  i n f o r m a l l y ,  
b y  o s m o s i s ,  o r  b y  s o m e  m y s t e r i o u s  m o r a l  s e n s e ,  o r  b y  r e v e l a t i o n ,  w e  w i l l  
d i s c o v e r  w h a t  r e a l l y  i s  o f  v a l u e ,  w h a t  g e n u i n e l y  i s  i m p o r t a n t ,  w h a t  p r o p e r l y  
i s  h u m a n .  B u t  s u r e l y  e d u c a t i o n  i s  t o o  i m p o r t a n t  t o  b e  l e f t  t o  h a p h a z a r d  
i n f o r m a l i t i e s .  
E v e n  t h i s  c u r s o r y  g l a n c e  i s  e n o u g h  t o  g i v e  u s  p a u s e ,  t o  m a k e  u s  t h i n k  
t h a t  i f  i n d e e d  p e o p l e  n e e d  p e o p l e ,  a n d  n o t  m e r e  c o n d i t i o n s ,  t h a t  o u r  
e n v i r o n m e n t  i s  o f  p e o p l e  a n d  o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  a n d  n o t  e v e n t s ,  t h e n  o u r  c u r r e n t  
" e d u c a t i o n a l "  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  p l a i n l y  a n d  s i m p l y  w r o n g h e a d e d .  
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